












context,  for  instance,  identity  is  threatened  and  the  individual  will  engage  in  coping strategies to alleviate the threat.   From  the  social  identity  tradition,  optimal  distinctiveness  theory  (Brewer,  1991),  which proposes  that  individuals  identify  with  social  groups  to  satisfy  opposing  motives  for distinctiveness and belonging, was identified as an additional potentially useful theoretical framework.  However, recent theoretical work has highlighted the potential advantages of applying  IPT  to  questions  of  language  and  identity  (Jaspal,  2009;  Jaspal  &  Coyle,  2009). Moreover, IPT has already been employed empirically to inform the analysis of accounts of language and ethnic identity (Jaspal & Coyle, 2009b) and that of accounts of language and religious  identity  (Jaspal  &  Coyle,  in  press).    These  studies,  which  have  been  conducted with BSA samples, highlight the need for a broader, more inclusive theory of identity threat, such as IPT, which identifies multiple identity principles and which provides scope for the exploration of intrapsychic, not just interpersonal and intergroup, processes.  The empirical objective of  the present  study  is  two‐fold;  (i)  to explore participants’  lived linguistic experiences in ethnic, religious and other social contexts, with a particular focus upon  potentially  threatening  experiences;  (ii)  to  explore  the  strategies  employed  by participants for coping with identity threats. 
METHOD 
Participants A sample of twelve BSA was recruited in a city in the East Midlands of England.  The study focused  solely  upon  the  experiences  of  British‐born  individuals  of  Indian  and  Pakistani heritage since these ethnic groups are most representative of BSA in this geographical area. A snowball sampling strategy was employed, with the initial participants recruited through the author’s social networks.  Six participants were male and six were female, with a mean age of 21.6 years (SD: 1.3).   Six participants were university  students, one had a masters degree and the remaining five had GCSE/A‐levels.   




Interviews  lasted  between  60  and  90  minutes.    They  were  digitally  recorded  and transcribed verbatim. 
 
Analytic approach 
 The  data  were  analysed  using  qualitative  thematic  analysis  as  described  by  Braun  and Clarke  (2006).    This  approach  was  considered  particularly  useful  since  it  allows  the researcher to engage with theory in an a priori fashion in order to add more psychological depth  to  the  data.    Moreover,  it  allows  for  the  generation  of  new  theory  and  provides opportunities  for  developing  models.    The  study  also  aimed  to  capture  participants’ attempts to make sense of  their personal  and  social worlds, with a particular  focus upon identity.   This study employs a critical realist approach to the analysis of participants’ accounts.  The realist approach has been subject to criticism from a social constructionist perspective on account  of  its  assumption  about  the  representational  validity  of  language  and  its inattention  to  the  constitutive  role  of  language  for  experience  (Willig,  2007).  While  the present  study  is  located  within  a  critical  realist  rather  than  a  social  constructionist epistemology,  the  analysis  considers  the  use  of  discursive  categories  and  the  functions performed  by  participants’  accounts  as  part  of  a  pluralist  interpretative  endeavour alongside  more  phenomenological  analyses.  It  is  hoped  that  such  epistemological experimentation will allow a richer and more thorough insight into questions of language and identity threat. 
Analytic procedures Firstly,  the  transcripts were  read  repeatedly  in  order  to  become  as  intimate  as  possible with the accounts, and during each reading of the transcripts preliminary impressions and interpretations were noted in the left margin.  Subsequently, the right margin was used to note  emerging  theme  titles  which  captured  the  essential  qualities  of  the  accounts.  Superordinate themes representing the 12 accounts were then developed and ordered into a logical and coherent narrative structure. 
RESULTS This  section  reports  some  of  the  most  important  themes  which  elucidate  participants’ perceptions  and  experiences  of  identity  threat  in  distinct  social  and  linguistic  contexts.  Four superordinate themes are reported, namely (i) ‘maintaining a sense of distinctiveness through  language  use’;  (ii)  ‘exclusion  of  others  and  personal  claims  of  belonging’;  (iii) ‘deriving a sense of self‐esteem from the knowledge of one’s threatening position; and (iv) ‘two identities, two languages: searching for psychological coherence’. 












I really like it [..] speaking in Punjabi with my family because I like to mix  in a lot of  classical Urdu words and  it’s not  like  I do  it on purpose or anything but you know it comes across as  impressive [..]  I just hate being one of the crowd, speaking  like all  the  rest of  them. Urdu‐Punjabi  is more beautiful  and  it’s  like kind of become associated with me now (Manjinder, female, Indian) There  is  convincing  evidence  to  suggest  that  when  identity  principles  are  perceived  as being  threatened,  individuals  will  engage  in  coping  strategies  to  alleviate  the  threat (Breakwell,  1986;  Timotijevic  &  Breakwell,  2000;  Jaspal  &  Cinnirella,  2009a).    The  data presented here demonstrate that individuals may downgrade the value of the HL in certain social contexts, such as in public space.  Kuli, for instance, prescribes that the HL should not be employed in this social context, and indeed the obstruction of this coping strategy (for alleviating  the  threat  to  his  sense  of  distinctiveness)  is met with  anger  and  hostility:  ‘it pisses me right off’.  Nonetheless, as Brewer (1991) has convincingly argued, there must be an appropriate balance between  the need  for distinctiveness  and  the need  for a  sense of belonging and inclusion.  The latter is discussed in the following section. 



















between  the  HL  and  English,  the  dominant  language,  the  following  section  explores  the search for psychological coherence between languages associated with ethnic and religious identities (HL and LL respectively). 




Ahmed’s talk this seemed to constitute a rhetorical strategy, which was perhaps employed in order to construct his self‐concept as coherent: Ahmed  (male,  Pakistani): Arabic  is  a Muslim  language  so all  the other  languages are obviously not going to measure up to it [..] We’re Muslims, we’re not Pakistanis or Bangladeshis or whatever, we’re Muslims first Interviewer: But does Pakistan mean something to you as well? Ahmed: Look, Islam is basically like a family with its citizens and basically our faith is our citizenship, yeah, and our language that makes us all one is Arabic so yeah. The Arabic language, which is associated with Muslim identity, is constructed as a superior language,  possibly  due  to  the  importance  of  religious  identity  in  Ahmed’s  psychological world and among many Muslims in general (Jaspal & Coyle, in press).  Interestingly, when Ahmed is  invited to reflect upon the meanings of  ‘being Pakistani’, he  seems to construct his  religious  identity  in  terms  of  national  identity.    The  discourse  of  nationhood/ citizenship is observable in the simile that ‘Islam is basically like a family with its citizens’; the notion of faith is constructed as comparable to citizenship.  Moreover, language, which is frequently invoked as a marker of national unity (Jaspal, 2009), ‘makes us all one’; that is, it constitutes a source of social unity.  Close attention to the language employed in Ahmed’s response to the interviewer’s question reveals a possible rhetorical strategy of maintaining psychological coherence.   His religious identity is constructed as fulfilling the functions of national  identity  since  Islam  too  provides  him  with  a  feeling  of  unity,  analogous  to  a nation’s  citizens  bound  together  by  a  common  language.    Thus,  this  enables  him  to downgrade the importance of his ethno‐national identity in favour of his religious identity. The HL was frequently viewed as being incompatible with religious contexts which is also of psychological importance, given that religious identity is said to be prioritised by many Muslims (Jacobson, 1997).  This constituted a potential dilemma.  More specifically, it could be argued that the perceived incompatibility between their ethnic and religious identities/ languages violated the psychological coherence principle and thus posed a potential threat to  identity  (Jaspal &  Cinnirella,  2009a).    The  above‐cited  accounts  feature  an  interesting strategy for coping with the potential threat to identity, namely the denigration of the HL 






OVERVIEW This  paper  exhibits  some  of  the  potential  threats  to  identity  which  may  arise  from  the management of complex linguistic repertoires as well as the diversity of coping strategies manifested by participants.  Due to the small sample size, the findings are not generalisable, although  this  need  not  necessarily  be  viewed  as  a  shortcoming,  as  its  theoretical  and practical implications may be considerable.   
Language and perceptions of identity threat Identity  process  theory  (IPT)  provides  a  particularly  useful  framework  for  interpreting identity threat as experienced by participants and for exploring the strategies employed to cope with  these  threats.    In  line with  the  findings  of  previous  psychological  research  on language  and  identity  among  BSA  (Jaspal  &  Coyle,  2009b,  in  press),  language  was frequently  conceptualised  as  a  symbolic  marker  of  identity.    Consequently,  language‐related  situations  could  induce  perceptions  of  identity  threat.    Use  of  a  given  language could,  for instance, violate  the distinctiveness principle of  identity since  it was viewed by some  participants  as  having  the  potential  to  emit  negative  social  representations  to outgroups.    Given  the  universal  need  for  a  sense  of  distinctiveness  in  order  to  have  a meaningful  identity  (Codol,  1981),  this  situation  was  particularly  threatening  for participants who viewed their sense of distinctiveness as being under jeopardy.   On  the  other  hand,  a  sense  of  belonging  and  inclusion  is  also  said  to  be  important  for human beings  (Brewer, 1991; Baumeister & Leary, 1995), which may explain why many non‐HL  speakers  seemed  to  view  social  representations,  which  emphasised  the relationship  between  the  HL  and  ethnic  identity,  as  threatening.    Moreover,  social representations  of  the  ‘appropriate’  linguistic  code  for  a  given  social  context  could  also problematise some individuals’ sense of belonging.  This was demonstrated by accounts of the use of HL in religious contexts.  These social contexts could call into question the value of allegedly ‘inappropriate’ languages.  This and the knowledge of non‐HL speakers’ lack of proficiency  in  the  HL,  coupled  with  their  awareness  of  the  aforementioned  social representations,  could  potentially  jeopardise  their  sense  of  self‐esteem,  given  that  these representations were perhaps conducive to feelings of inferiority and inauthenticity.  Thus, it  was  fairly  evident  that  language,  a  symbolic marker  of  identity,  could  possibly  violate identity principles resulting in threats to participants’ general sense of identity. 




frequently  acknowledged  that  their  parents  employed  the  HL  in  ‘inappropriate’  social contexts.    Breakwell  (2001)  states  that  individuals  will  accept  and  use  particular  social representations in order to enhance identity principles.  However, here it seems that some social  representations may  be perceived  as  being  too pervasive  for  individuals  to  simply ‘reject’  or  to  re‐construe,  and  that  in  these  cases,  individuals  will  reproduce  these representations  but  simultaneously  develop  coping  strategies  in  order  to  minimise  the ensuing  threat  to  identity.    This was  observable  in  individuals’  acknowledgement  of  the ‘appropriate’  and  ‘inappropriate’  languages,  their  re‐construal  of  the  value  of  particular languages and the allocation of these languages to specific social contexts.   This of course demonstrated  individuals’  awareness  and  acceptance  of  social  representations  regarding the appropriateness of language use in certain social contexts. Thus,  a  language  such  as  English,  which  was  perceived  as  facilitating  a  sense  of distinctiveness,  was  likely  to  be  embraced.    Conversely,  the  HL  could  be  rejected  by individuals  if  it  was  seen  as  posing  a  threat  to  distinctiveness.    Moreover,  several individuals sought to reconcile  identities, which emitted distinct social representations of specific languages.  For instance, while one’s ethnic group might positively evaluate a given language,  conversely,  it  was  quite  possible  for  one’s  religious  group  to  belittle  the  same language.   Both languages could be viewed as constituting  important parts of  individuals’ identities.  Thus, it was argued that this could pose difficulties for psychological coherence, which in turn gave rise to the employment of coping strategies, such as the denigration of the language which was viewed as being particularly beneficial for the identity principles.  This may, for instance, be a language which ensured a sense of self‐esteem or continuity. This  reflects  the  general  human  tendency  to  seek  to  establish  a  positive  identity  (Tajfel, 1982; Breakwell, 1986; Simon, 2004).  It has been observed that one strategy of achieving this positive self‐conception is the denigration of outgroups (Crocker, Thompson, McGraw & Ingerman, 1987) and, more specifically, the use of  ‘downward comparisons’, that is, the positive evaluation of the self vis­à­vis the negative evaluation of significant others (Wills, 1981).  This form of self‐enhancement was observable in participants’ denigration of ethnic group members who lacked proficiency in the HL since these individuals were constructed as  being  illegitimate,  inauthentic  members  of  the  ethnic  group.    It  is  argued  that, conversely, individuals were thereby empowered to feel better about themselves, since the implication  was  that  they,  as  speakers  of  the  HL,  were  more  authentic  ethnic  group members.  This could be interpreted as a strategy for enhancing their sense of belonging in the ethnic ingroup, which has been said to have positive outcomes for self‐esteem (Leary & Baumeister, 2000).   




to  ignore,  in  which  case  other  coping  strategies  are  activated.    Thus,  the  role  of  social representations in the construction and protection of identity is likely to be an important one.  Furthermore, this research demonstrates that, while identity principles (e.g. the need for self‐esteem, distinctiveness) may be cross‐culturally universal (Codol, 1981), the coping strategies employed to safeguard them are fluid and dynamic.  Participants act strategically to minimise threat to identity.  At a practical level, language clearly plays an important role in some individuals’ meaning‐making vis­à­vis their ethnic, national and religious identities and thus real or imagined threats to these languages and/ or identities may have negative outcomes for psychological well‐being.  It is hoped that future social psychological research will dedicate more time and effort to the exploration of these issues among Britain’s ethnic minorities.  At a more general level, it is hoped that future research will seek to extend and validate  the  theoretical  developments  reported  here  through  the  use  of  other methodologies and in other cultural contexts. 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6. How would it feel to address (somebody) in Urdu/Punjabi as opposed to the language that you usually speak to them in?  7. Can you think of any topics that you might discuss in one language but never in the other?  8. Can you think of any instances where you mix Punjabi/ Urdu with English? Can you give an example of this?  9. From your perspective, what would it be like if you did not know (heritage language)?  10. How do you feel about the languages that you speak?  11. How would you describe the kind of language that you use with your friends in comparison with the kind that you use with teachers? 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